The Rhodes Cook Letter • February 2012 Intermission Ends F our years ago the struggle for the Democratic nomination between Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton was an immediate classic. This year, the Republicans are in the midst of a memorable contest of their own.
Already it has made history, in terms of the outsized importance of the Republican candidate debates as well as the rise of a lucrative new system of campaign funding in the form of "super PACs." And the early GOP primaries and caucuses, rather than quickly resolving the nomination, have ended in a muddle.
It is not something that Republicans are used to. For all practical purposes, GOP nominating races over the last quarter century have been decided by the ides of March. If the old rules had been in effect this time, the 2012 nomination would probably have been settled by now in Mitt Romney's favor.
But the former system of a "front-loaded" calendar, set up in a manner to reward a well-heeled, well-organized candidate with early momentum, is no more. It has been replaced this year by a calendar that builds slowly to a climactic round of major state primaries in the spring. And it is augmented by Republican rules changes that make it impossible for a candidate to quickly achieve this year's required delegate majority of 1,144.
The new system not only slows the rush to judgment, but gives a dark horse candidate such as Rick Santorum his best chance to win a major party nomination since George McGovern and Jimmy Carter did so on the Democratic side in the 1970s.
When Will It End?
T here is talk these days of a "brokered convention" -one where the nomination might not be decided until the Republican delegates gather in Tampa late this summer. There is even discussion of a "white knight" coming to the rescue of the party, either by entering the array of late spring primaries or by making himself (or herself) available at the convention.
However, the window has largely closed for any candidate to get into the race and have an impact on the late primaries. That would have had to have been done near the beginning of February, when this unusual two-week intermission in the GOP race was about to begin. This pause in the campaign was a natural occasion for both candidates and potential candidates alike to assess their status, and either enter or get out of the race. But no candidate has been doing so well or so poorly to spur such a serious recast of the Republican contest.
Instead, it has been a time for the present crop of candidates to try and restock their treasuries while focusing their campaigns on the large collection of states that will be voting in the weeks directly ahead. And of course, the intermission period gave time for the quartet of GOP candidates to engage in another presidential debate.
In the past, the possibility of a "brokered convention" could qualify as quadrennial fiction writing. Under the current system, though, it might have about a 5% chance of happening. Those are long odds, but there was probably only a 5% chance in 2008 that the Obama-Clinton battle would last the entire primary season. And it did.
More likely to happen this year, however, is that the GOP nomination will be settled during the primary season. In the recent past, one candidate has won a key primary or two fairly early in the Note: In terms of delegate allocation, "WTA (statewide)" indicates that all delegates were awarded on a winner-take-all basis to the first place finisher in the statewide primary. "WTA (S/CD)" indicates that delegates were awarded to the winner of the statewide vote as well as the winner in each congressional district. But the new process coupled with the millions of dollars that all four GOP contenders appear to have available through their super PACs -could also lead to a long war of attrition. It may not be as long as the epic battle between Gerald Ford and Ronald Reagan in 1976, which went through the entire primary season and then on to the convention. But it would be no surprise at this point if the 2012 GOP contest becomes the longest running since then.
Metro vs . Main Street
A lready, each of the Republican candidates has found a geographical base of sorts. Romney has won in the Northeast (New Hampshire and Maine), large and multi-faceted Florida, and the Mormon West (Nevada).
Santorum has dominated voting thus far in the agrarian Midwest (with victories in Iowa, Minnesota and Missouri) plus a portion of the Mountain West (Colorado).
Newt Gingrich has carried the only state to vote thus far in the Deep South (South Carolina), a neighonce they got hot. In 2008, McCain lost a few contests on Super Tuesday and one thereafter, but was accumulating bushels of delegates at the same time.
That quick, final shift in the course of the race could happen again this year, especially if Romney were to win Michigan and Arizona Feb. 28, then dominate balloting across the country March 6 in 2012's down-sized version of Super Tuesday.
(Continued from Page 4)
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Virtually every presidential nomination, Democrat and Republican, since the rise of primaries in the 1970s has been won by the candidate who was the highest vote-getter in the primaries. In that regard, Mitt Romney has set the pace in the early going in this year's Republican race. After falling slightly behind Newt Gingrich after South Carolina in the cumulative primary vote count, Romney recaptured the lead with a landslide victory in Florida. He headed into the February intermission with an advantage of more than 300,000 primary votes over Gingrich and 600,000 over Rick Santorum in the ongoing nationwide tally. This year's Iowa Republican precinct caucuses Jan. 3 were an instant classic. Mitt Romney led the caucus night tally by 8 votes out of more than 120,000 cast. But when the count was finalized by the state party in the middle of the month, Santorum had emerged on top by 34 votes. However, the results from eight precincts were never submitted, leading many to call the outcome a "virtual tie." Romney and Santorum took two different routes to their Iowa standoff. Santorum followed the course blazed by many dark horse candidates since Jimmy Carter by virtually camping in the state as he assiduously courted voters. Romney had unsuccessfully mounted a similar type of campaign in Iowa in 2008, but this time relied on a late blitz of media advertising and personal appearances. In the end, he carried only 16 of the state's 99 counties compared to Santorum's 64. But Romney won most of the counties with the heaviest caucus turnouts. Meanwhile, Santorum's greatest success was in rural and small-town Iowa, particularly areas with a large evangelical population.
Cumulative
The big surprise in this year's New Hampshire GOP primary was there was no surprise. Mitt Romney essentially led from beginning to end, and none of his challengers was able to mount a last minute surge that would have thrown his victory into doubt. Instead, Romney won by 16 percentage points over runner-up Ron Paul, and swept nine of New Hampshire's 10 counties. Paul carried the other, far northern Coos County, which scrapes the Canadian border. In the process, Romney broke out of his 2008 beachhead in populous southeastern New Hampshire, the site of the only two counties he could carry statewide against John McCain (Hillsborough and Rockingham). Nor was the battle this time for second place close, as Paul ran ahead of third-place finisher Jon Huntsman in all 10 counties. The former Utah governor had hoped for better, having run a New Hampshire-focused campaign that featured more than 100 events in the state. Less than a week after the primary balloting, Huntsman dropped his presidential bid in favor of Romney. To be sure, on the ground campaigning by a candidate tends to have the greatest impact in low-turnout caucus states and smaller primary states. It works best when one candidate largely has the terrain to himself, with a message that can galvanize a large cadre of voters. And it has tended to prove most effective in the states that vote early in the year, which are often held one at a time before massive media buys become necessary to deal with the glut of primaries.
County
But this year's spread out nominating calendar and the still crowded Republican field could encourage candidates to "cherry pick" states -by focusing their time and energy on those where they feel they have the best chance of doing well.
That could even apply to Romney, who in spite of his vaunted money and organization, basically bypassed the action in Colorado, Minnesota and Missouri. Who knows, the defining difference in a number of these upcoming states could well be who "cares enough to come."
Horry
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CAUCUS PROBLEMS: THE IOWA REVERSAL
U p and down and all around the 2012 Republican presidential campaign has gone. It has probably been the craziest nominating race in the last generation.
And from this vantage point, the weirdest event of all thus far was the changing outcome in Iowa -from an 8-vote caucus night "victory" for Mitt Romney Jan. 3 to a 34-vote advantage for Rick Santorum more than two weeks later when the vote was finalized. The state party actually threw up its hands at the end and said no winner could be definitively declared since the results from all precincts could not be retrieved. It expressed congratulations to both candidates.
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1 Turnout in the Republican primaries and caucuses started strong this year. But it has been on a downturn from Florida on, with the single exception of a slight uptick for the low-turnout Maine caucuses in early February. A pound sign (#) indicates that this year's primary in Missouri was non-binding in terms of delegate selection, unlike the state's contest in 2008. In a half century of observing presidential nominating campaigns, this writer has never seen anything like this. Not just the unusual closeness of the vote, but the inability of the party officials counting the votes to determine a true winner. The nebulous result was an embarrassment to the Iowa caucuses in particular and the entire caucus process in general. Yet when compared to the other recent presidents who escaped intraparty opposition -Republican Ronald Reagan in 1984, Democrat Bill Clinton in 1996, and Republican George W. Bush in 2004 -Obama's vote-getting performance in New Hampshire's historic first-in-the-nation presidential primary Jan. 10 was a mixed bag at best.
Event

GOP Turnout
New Hampshire allows ready access to its primary ballot for candidates of all stripes -the president was joined by a baker's dozen -and write-in votes were easy to cast. Ultimately, Obama's share of his party's primary vote in New Hampshire was 81% -slightly ahead of Bush's showing (80%) eight years ago, but below the vote shares for Reagan (86%) in 1984 and Clinton (84%) in 1996.
On The Democratic Side
In addition, Obama this time drew fewer primary votes in the Granite State than any of the other three presidents. Clinton received more than 75,000 votes, Reagan more than 65,000, and Bush nearly 54,000. Obama's total this time was barely 49,000.
And Obama received less than 300 write-in votes in the 2012 Republican primary, compared to the nearly 2,000 GOP write-ins garnered by President Clinton in 1996 and by Obama himself in 2008.
To be sure, there was no visible effort to get out the vote for the president last month. No Obama yard signs were to be seen across the New Hampshire countryside, a scene sharply at odds with the ubiquitous signs for the various Republican candidates. In short, the Obama team did not appear to see the need to use the primary to test their voter turnout operation in what will be a swing state (albeit with only 4 electoral votes) this fall. In early primary states, where there have been other options on the ballot, the non-Obama vote has been in the 10% to 20% range.
In Missouri, the largest number of non-Obama votes (6%) was cast for the "Uncommitted" line. In New Hampshire, where there was no such line, the bulk of the non-Obama ballots in the Democratic primary were write-in votes for Republican candidates (totaling 10% of the entire Democratic tally). Ron Paul showed the greatest cross-over appeal among New Hampshire Democratic primary voters, receiving 2,289 write-ins, followed by Mitt Romney with 1,815 and Jon Huntsman with 1,238. Rick Santorum and Newt Gingrich lagged far behind with 303 and 276, respectively. With Obama's renomination assured from the start, results from the Democratic caucuses so far this year have been even murkier and less precise than on the Republican side. In Iowa, the state Democratic party reported a turnout figure of "over 25,000" for its Jan. 3 precinct caucuses, with "98.5% of delegates elected to county conventions… pledged to the President." There was no mention of who (or what) the other 1.5% were for.
In Nevada, the state Democrats placed caucus turnout Jan. 21 at "more than 12,000 volunteers," with Obama taking 98.3% of the delegates elected to the next stage of the Nevada caucus process. That with 90% of the precincts reporting.
In South Carolina, where the Democratic presidential primary has been replaced by what are called "precinct reorganization" meetings, every voter who attends is being counted as a vote for Obama. The meetings began in late January and will continue in early March.
Not surprisingly, voter turnout in the early Democratic contests is a shadow of what it was four years ago, when Obama and Hillary Clinton waged a closely contested race that lasted the entire primary season. When Reagan, Clinton and Bush ran unopposed for renomination, the overall number
